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Abstract 
Human capital or education has become one of the central issues in the study of economic development. The existing 
literature suggests that human capital, especially education, is an important component of economic growth. This paper 
explores the issues of Malaysia education data. Despite some issues and data quality problems, Malaysian education 
datasets are highly correlated for both secondary and tertiary education data. This paper also tests the effect of different 
datasets on education and growth relationship. The results are very similar suggesting that Malaysian education datasets 
are reliable. The results are robust regardless of education measure. All datasets lead to similar conclusion; education is 
negatively related to economic growth.  
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1. Introduction 
Human capital or education has become one of the central issues in the study of economic development. 
The existing literature suggests that human capital, especially education, is an important component of 
economic growth. However, this hypothesis is often supported by little empirical evidence. One of key issues 
in researching the relationship between education and economic growth is differences in the definition and 
measurement of human capital, particularly in the measurement of educational variables. Some studies use 
school enrolment rates or enrolment ratios, the literacy rate or the average years of schooling as a proxy of 
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human capital. Other studies use human skills, physical abilities and life expectancy as a measure of human 
capital (see Cipolla, 1969; Houston, 1983 and Leeuwen, 2007).  
In most studies, human capital is proxied by years of schooling and the school enrolment rate. Barro and 
Lee, 1993; 2010, used the years of schooling as a measure of human capital. The use of enrolment rates as a 
proxy for human capital has statistical validity or it can be quantified but it fails to capture education quality. 
Another criticism regarding this measurement arises because students are outside the labour force (Permani, 
2009:6). Therefore, their contribution to economic growth is difficult to justify, and if any, it can be 
considered to be very small. In fact, Pritchett, 2001 found that both primary and secondary school enrolments 
are negatively related to human capital growth rate. The objectives of this paper are twofold:   
x To study the issues of Malaysian education data and identify some problems that may affect data 
quality. 
x To examines the reliability of Malaysian education datasets and the implication on education and 
growth relationship.    
2. The sources and quality of Malaysian education data 
Malaysian education data is available in various government official reports and previous studies. It can be 
obtained from at least six sources.  
x Malaysia Educational Statistics by Ministry of Education  
x Perangkaan Pengajian Tinggi (Higher Education Statistics) by Ministry of Higher Education  
x Economic Reports by Treasury  
x Population and Housing Census of Malaysia from Statistics Department  
x Malaysia Development Plans published by Economic Planning Unit 
x World Development Indicators (WDI), World Bank, and 
x Barro and Lee (2010) 
 
Some of the data on higher education in the 1980s are also available in Tan, 2002. However, the data 
varies between sources, and in some cases, especially the data for higher education, the differences in the data 
reported are quite high. The best way to check data reliability and accuracy is to recalculate the data provided 
by different agencies with the school age population. Nevertheless, it is not an easy task to test the accuracy of 
the data with incomplete information. The school age population for each category is not available every year. 
Although the data on population is available annually in the Yearbook of Statistics, the population data 
reported in Malaysia Census is divided into three age groups only. These are 0-15 year, 16-65 and above 65 
years old groupings, which do not suit the schooling age population†.  
Table 1 below shows Malaysian education data from various official government reports. The table clearly 
shows that each agency reported different figures. In 2005 for example, Malaysia Educational Statistics 
reported 3.045 million students, or a 94.31 per cent enrolment in primary school, which was similar to the 
enrolment rate given by the Economic Report 2006. Meanwhile in the Eighth Malaysia Plan the number of 
students enrolled was reported to be 3.035 million, 10 thousand lower than reported in Malaysia Educational 
Statistics. Table 1 also compares the enrolment rate for three government official reports. The data on the 
primary and secondary school enrolment seems to be reliable. With the exception of the secondary school 
enrolment rate in 2005, the differences in the enrolment data of three reports were around one to two per cent, 
 
 
† The schooling-attending age population differs among countries depending on the education system. In Malaysia, the school-attending 
age population is 6 to 11 years for primary school, 12 to 14 for secondary school, 15 to 16 for upper secondary school, 17 to 18 for post 
secondary school and 19 to 24 for university level (Malaysia Educational Statistics, various years). 
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which is acceptable.  
Nevertheless, the data for tertiary education is questionable and seems to be unreliable as each report has 
different figures. For example, the 2005 Malaysia Educational Statistics reported that tertiary enrolment was 
360,000 students or 36.41 per cent of the tertiary aged population. In contrast, the Eight Malaysia Plan, 
Economic Report 2006 and Perangkaan Pengajian Tinggi reported that the number of students enrolled was 
732 thousand, 0.383 million and 0.674 million respectively, very much higher than the Malaysia Educational 
Statistics. The author’s calculation based on schooling age population in Malaysia Educational Statistics 2006 
reveals that the enrolment rates of tertiary education in the Economic Report and the Eight Malaysia Plan 
were only 13.49 per cent, 25.77 per cent and 23.76 per cent respectively, less than the enrolment rate reported 




       Table 1: Malaysia’s education data from various sources: a comparison 
Student Enrolment 1995 2000 2005 2007 
 
Primary School Enrolment (‘000) 








Economic Reports (96.7) (96.8) (94.3) (94.2) 




Secondary School Enrolment (‘000) 








Economic Reports n.a n.a (82.4) (78.8) 








Tertiary School Enrolment (‘000) 








Economic Reports 125 212 383 
(13.49) 
0.331 
Malaysia Plans     
Public Institutions 148 313 390 n.a 
Private Institutions n.a 261 341 n.a 





Higher Education Statistics     
Public Institutions n.a 270 307 383 
Private Institutions n.a 261 259 366 
Polytechnics n.a 434 738 843 
TAR College n.a n.a 248 257 
Community Colleges n.a n.a 987 144 




Malaysian Student  at Overseas  n.a 566 549 
Total    731 928 
 
These reported figures seem to be unrealistic considering the number of public and private higher 
education institutions. Although the number of public institutions increased with the establishment of new 
universities, polytechnics and community colleges under the Ministry of Education, the number of private 
higher institution decreased rapidly. In the period from 2000 to 2005 the government built five new 
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universities, seven polytechnics and 22 community colleges, but at the same time the number of private higher 
institution dropped from 611 to 559.  Therefore, an increase in the enrolment rate to 36 per cent in that 
particular period is highly questionable. The author’s calculation based on the number of students and 
schooling age provided in the Malaysia Educational Statistics reveals that the rate should be between 10 to 12 
per cent only.  
Moreover, Malaysia Educational Statistics also reported that the enrolment rate of tertiary education was 
36.04 per cent with 354,869 students enrolled. Unfortunately, the enrolment rate was inconsistent with the 
number of students and school going age population. In 2007, the estimated schooling age population was 
around 2.9 million (Malaysia Educational Statistics, 2007). Therefore the rate should be around 12 per cent. 
The enrolment rate was similar to the rate reported in the Strategic Plan for Higher Education 2007.  
The data for higher education in Malaysia Educational Statistics tends to be underestimated as the report 
covers only higher education institutions that are under the purview of the Ministry of Education. The data for 
private higher education and Malaysia’s students studying overseas are mostly unavailable in their annual 
publication even though the role of private higher education institutions in providing tertiary and post-
secondary education is not a new phenomenon in Malaysia. As a result, relying on Malaysia Educational 
Statistics for tertiary education data leads to an underestimate of both the absolute number and the enrolment 
rate. Nevertheless, Malaysian Educational Statistics is the only report which publishes state level data. This 
report has enrolment data for primary and secondary school. Unfortunately, there is no data available on 
tertiary education at the state level.  
 The Malaysia Educational Statistics reports the number of students enrolled only, without the enrolment 
rate. The school enrolment rate is usually calculated by dividing the number of enrolled students with the 
school attending population. However, there is no data available on the school attending population. The 
available population data in the Census reports are not divided into relevant school attending age; as a result, 
it is impossible to obtain enrolment rates at every school level. 
 
2.1. Education enrolment rate: Malaysian Educational Statistics vs World Development Indicator (WDI) 
Malaysian Educational Statistics reported that the secondary enrolment has increased, notably from 31.5 
per cent in 1965 to more than 80 per cent in 2000 onward.  However, WDI reported slightly lower enrolment 
rate. The difference between Malaysian Educational Statistics and WDI was quite high. In some cases it up to 
20 per cent points. For example, in 1997, Malaysia Educational Statistics reported 79 per cent while WDI 
reported 57 per cent.  The enrolment rates for tertiary education have increased significantly, from just 2.6 
percent in 1973 to nearly 40.0 per cent in 2010. The data reported by Malaysian Educational Statistics and 
WDI were slightly differ, sometimes up to 10-15 percentage point. The independent T-Test has been 
conducted to test the significant difference. The test found that the difference between Malaysian Educational 
Statistics and WDI datasets is statistically significant in both education levels (Secondary: t(76) = 5.27, 
p=0.00; Tertiary: t(64) = -2.08, p=0.04). Malaysia Educational Statistics provides the longest data series. 
However, the quality of data is questionable. It is difficult to know which data is the most accurate. A 
correlation test has been conducted to ensure the reliability of the data published by Malaysia Educational 
Statistics with the data published by the UNESCO and the World Bank.  
The result in Table 2 shows that there is reasonably high correlation between the datasets. The correlation 
coefficient for secondary school is 0.92 and 0.84 for tertiary school, indicating that the data in the Malaysia 
Educational Statistics is still acceptable. Similar coefficients appear using Barro and Lee (2010) data as a 
benchmark. Barro and Lee (2010) is a widely recognized education dataset and provide a reliable and 
sufficiently long period of data coverage since 1960s. 
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3. The effect of education on growth 
Education is often perceived as one of the most important determinants of growth; education is expected to 
increase economic growth. However, recent evidence reveals that the relationship between education and 
growth is negative. It appears in many well-known studies, including the seminal paper on growth empirics by 
Mankiw et al. (1992). A negative relationship between education and growth also appears in Pritchet (2011) 
and Benhabib and Spiegel (1994). The negative result might be due to data issues and schooling variables as 
Fuente and Domenech (2000:31) argue: 
“…weak data was likely to be one of the main reasons for the discouraging results obtained in the recent empirical 
literature on human capital and growth.” 
 
The choice of data might influence conclusions, especially when the study involves a time dimension. 
Different types of data lead to contradictory conclusions (Atkinson and Brandolini, 2001:779) and policy 
recommendations.  
The next section examines the impact of different datasets on education and growth relationship. The 
empirical model is based on augmented Solow model (see Mankiw et al., 1992). The model predicts that the 
coefficient for capital should be positive and the population growth coefficient should be negative. Table 3 
reports results using secondary school enrolment as education measure. The results of tertiary education 
enrolment are presented in Table 4.  
The results show in all specifications or models that capital makes a significant contribution to economic 
growth in Malaysia, consistent with the predictions of the Solow model for all datasets. The coefficients of 
capital are positive and significant while the coefficients for population are negative. The above results mean 
that capital formation is an important factor for growth in Malaysia. The importance of capital is consistent 
with the East Asian Miracles argument. There is a vast literature in East Asian that postulated capital as 
determinants of economic growth (Bostworth et al., 2003). In addition, World Bank, 1993, has also 
highlighted on the high level of saving as one of the development forces for Malaysia.  
Nevertheless, the results show that education is negatively related to economic growth. This finding is 
actually consistent with the empirical evidence in some of the recent literature. As a robustness check, 
Column 3 in Table 3 and 4 report results using Barro and Lee, 2010, dataset. Barro and Lee, 2010, used 
average years of schooling as education measure. Interestingly, the results are similar (negative) with higher 
significant level.     





  Malaysian Educational 
Statistics 
WDI Barro and Lee 
(2010) 
Reports Correlation Coefficient 






WDI 0.920 0.842 
Barro and Lee (2010) 0.900 0.822 
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 (1) (2) (3) 
Population -2.999 -2.982 -3.677 
 (-1.32) (-1.17) (1.60) 
Capital 0.231*** 0.215*** 0.227*** 
 (3.07) (3.09) (4.37) 
Secondary -0.093* -0.132 -0.182*** 
 (-1.65) (-1.87) (-2.04) 
Constant 11.277 12.452*** 10.702* 
 (1.59) (1.55) (1.70) 
Observations 43 40 49 
Adj. R2-squared 0.150 0.222 0.237 
Number of id       
    Notes: Robust t-statistics in parentheses.  *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, p<0.1 
    Data for Population and Capital was obtained from WDI Online, 2010. 
 
 





  Malaysian 
Educational 
Statistics 
WDI Barro and 
Lee (2010) 
 (1) (2) (3) 
Population -2.690 -5.320 -2.221 
 (-0.85) (-1.23) (-1.29) 
Capital 0.182*** 0.232*** 0.193*** 
 (2.39) (3.13) (4.59) 
Tertiary -0.384 -0.157 -1.142** 
 (-0.48) (-1.18) (-1.99) 
Constant 5.829 12.172*** 6.703* 
 (0.73) (1.10) (1.70) 
Observations 35 31 49 
Adj. R2-squared 0.106 0.273 0.194 
Number of id       
      Notes: Robust t-statistics in parentheses.  *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
                                          Data for Population and Capital was obtained from WDI Online, 2010. 
4. Conclusions 
This paper explores the issues of Malaysia education data. The data are available in various government 
reports. Nevertheless, the quality of data is questionable. Among the government official reports, Malaysian 
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Educational Statistics is the most comprehensive. This paper checks the reliability of Malaysian education 
data with well-known international datasets. The datasets are highly correlated for both secondary and tertiary 
education data. This paper also tests the effect of different datasets on education and growth relationship. The 
results are very similar suggesting that Malaysian Educational Statistics data are reliable. Despite some issues 
and data quality problems, the results are consistent with WDI and Barro and Lee, 2010, datasets. The results 
are robust regardless of education measure. All datasets lead to similar conclusion; education is negatively 
related to economic growth. Negative relationship between education and economic growth is not a new 
finding. Several factors have been highlighted in the literature in relation to this issue. First, education may 
not effective in influencing productivity. Some educated people might be working in illegal sector that will 
affect growth in the future (Pritchett, 2001). Second, education is not a factor of production that contributes to 
growth in the short-run (Benhabib and Spiegel, 1994:160). Although this is not a new issue worldwide, but it 
is interesting for future research, particularly to investigate does education really has a negative effect on 
growth in Malaysia.       
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